Care of the dying: a Catholic perspective. Part I, Cultural context: a CHA document challenges care givers to define appropriate care for the dying.
In a society tempted to adopt legalized assisted suicide and euthanasia as appropriate responses to dying, the healthcare community is challenged to nurture positive attitudes toward death among all ages and to help those with terminal illnesses to live well while dying. Whereas family and friends were once the primary care givers, now members of the healthcare professions are. This shift has introduced tensions between medical professionals and patients, including their families, in defining appropriate behavior toward the dying. To enable the terminally ill to live well while dying, we need to allow them to retain as much control as possible within the limits of belonging to a community. Also, we need to secure their network of significant relationships so they can experience the affective bonds of trust and love that support personal dignity and enhance the meaning of life. Medical technology is to be used in service of the total good of the patient. This includes not only the relief or cure that therapy can bring, but also what the patient prefers, values about life, and regards as giving ultimate meaning to life. Catholic healthcare institutions are challenged to promote a sensitivity and respect for cultural diversity as they respond to the needs of the dying and those who care for them.